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Chapter 1
European Exploration
The Age of Exploration In the 
1400s CE, Europeans began 
exploring and trading around 
the world more than ever before. 
There were several reasons for this. 
One was curiosity generated by 
returning Crusaders. In the Middle 
Ages, generations of European knights and soldiers 
went on Crusades and other campaigns to parts of Asia, 
the Middle East, and present-day Spain where they 
saw that Islamic civilization was much more advanced 
than they had been led to believe. Crusaders returned 
home and described the goods and cultures they 
had encountered. Europeans generally became more 
interested in the wider world.

Another reason for exploration was a combination of political 

conflicts and spices. Europeans had developed a taste for the intense 

flavors of spices brought from Southeast Asia. Traders brought the 

spices to Europe by traveling across Turkey and Central Asia on 

routes of the Silk Road. Europeans acquired these spices through the 

city of Constantinople. However, in 1453 CE, the Turks conquered 

2

The Framing 
Question

How did European 
interests and rivalries 
shape trade and 
colonization?
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The Monument to the Discoveries in Lisbon, Portugal, depicts the people who 
made Portugal’s age of sea exploration possible. Thirty statues of notable 

figures, led by Prince Henry the Navigator, stand along the prow of a caravel.

3
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Constantinople and shut down Europe’s access to the routes along 

the Silk Road. No more spices! So Europeans looked to the seas for 

a trade route that did not cross Turkey.

The age of exploration made the world smaller in some ways. Global 

trade and contact began to occur on an unprecedented scale. But 

contact with ambitious, wealth-seeking Europeans often harmed 

people who were not European. Often, Europeans who met Indigenous 

peoples, or those native to lands outside Europe, would spread disease 

among them, hurt or kill them, or force them from their land.

Beginning in the 1400s CE, Europeans 

became especially good at navigation, 

which improved their skill in sailing. Scientists 

invented a new instrument, the astrolabe. 

This handheld device enabled sailors to 

determine their ship’s latitude by measuring 

the height and varying positions of the sun, 

the moon, and stars in the sky.

The magnetic compass, a Chinese 

invention, uses a magnetized pointer to 

show direction. The magnetic compass had 

been in use in other parts of the world for 

centuries. Now, Europeans also relied on it to determine direction. 

Another important advancement was in the design of ships’ 

sails. Previously, ships could only sail with the wind at their back. 

The new triangular sails could catch the wind in a way that let ships 

sail into the wind. They also made ships more maneuverable. The 

improved sails helped people explore farther than ever before. 

Vocabulary

navigation, n. the 
skill or science of 
determining the route 
to a destination 

astrolabe, n. a 
navigational tool used 
to determine the 
position of the sun, a 
star, or another object 
in the sky

compass, n. a device 
that uses a magnetic 
pointer to show 
direction
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These technological advances 

helped Europeans travel to 

distant lands. But the reasons 

for exploration and the 

explorers’ destinations varied 

depending on the group of 

people and the time period. 

For many countries, exploration 

was connected to European 

economic policies of the 

time, which were based on 

mercantilism. Mercantilism 

was the idea that the nation 

with the most wealth in gold 

and silver would be the most 

powerful. The purpose of 

empire and trade was simply to get 

as much gold and silver as possible.

Portuguese Navigators

The Portuguese were some of the most 

successful early explorers. Portugal’s 

primary goals for exploration included expanding their control of 

lands in Africa, securing access to wealth and trade, and spreading 

Christianity.

Portugal’s ventures in exploration were largely due to one 

person’s leadership. Prince Henry of Portugal had a strong desire 

to explore the oceans. Though he never went on any expeditions 

Technology like the compass helped 
explorers navigate to places previously 
unknown to Europeans.

Vocabulary

mercantilism, n. an 
economic system that 
aims to increase a 
country’s wealth and 
power by controlling 
trade and people
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himself, he became known as Henry the 

Navigator. Henry founded a school to 

encourage developments in mapmaking, 

shipbuilding, and instrument making. He 

supported the design of the caravel, a 

ship that was smaller and faster than any 

other boats at the time. With its triangular 

sails and reinforced hull, the caravel 

could travel long distances and withstand rough seas. 

Henry also encouraged the sharing 

of information, enabling would-be 

explorers to benefit from these new 

ideas. Most important, he helped 

convince his father, King John I, to pay 

for expensive expeditions in the name 

of Portugal. Like other Europeans, the 

Portuguese had a strong desire to set 

up trade routes and gain knowledge 

about lands unknown to them. 

Expanded trade routes would also help 

them spread Christianity even further.

The Portuguese wanted to find a way to get to Cathay (the 

European name for China) by sea. They had heard about Cathay 

from a traveler and writer named Marco Polo. They hoped to find 

a way to sail there after trade routes on the Silk Road was cut off. 

While looking for a sea route to Cathay, Portuguese navigators 

explored the coasts of Africa and established colonies. They 

found gold in Africa, and they traded for West African goods 

The design of the caravel allowed 
explorers to travel faster and 
farther than ever before.

Vocabulary

caravel, n. a small, 
maneuverable sailing 
ship used by the 
Portuguese in the 
fifteenth century

hull, n. the sides and 
bottom of a boat
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such as ivory, peppers, wax, and copper. They also brought 

enslaved African people back to Europe. Even after Prince Henry 

died, the Portuguese continued to explore. Bartolomeu Dias 

(/bar*tuh*luh*mae*uh/dee*us/) came upon the southern tip of 

Africa, the Cape of Good Hope, and sailed around it. He was the 

first European to do so. As a result, he found the path to sail east 

to India and China around Africa.

In 1497 CE, Portugal’s 

rulers sent a group led by 

Vasco da Gama (/vah*skoe/

duh*gah*muh/) to trade 

with India. Da Gama’s crew 

explored cities in East 

Africa on the way. Once 

they arrived in India, the 

group was not able to 

make a trade agreement.

In March 1500 CE, Pedro 

Álvares Cabral was sent to 

India to try again. His goal 

was to make contact with 

trade centers in the East and 

identify goods that would 

be interesting or valuable 

to Portugal. Cabral was 

supposed to follow the 

route taken by Vasco da Gama. He followed the coast of Africa until 

he had passed the Cape Verde Islands, off present-day Senegal. 

In 1488 CE, Bartolomeu Dias sailed around the 
southern tip of Africa. Vasco da Gama sailed around 
the Cape of Good Hope, into the Indian Ocean. 
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Da Gama had told Cabral to stay clear of the Gulf of Guinea. The 

ocean there was frequently calm, with little or no wind to move a 

ship. He told Cabral to head southwest and sail out into the Atlantic 

Ocean instead. Cabral did so, and in April 1500 CE, he sighted land. 

But Cabral had strayed so far west that he had crossed the Atlantic. 

The expedition had reached the coast of Brazil!

Cabral sent a ship home to tell the Portuguese king of this land, 

which he named Ilha de Vera Cruz (/vair*uh/krooz/), or the Island 

of the True Cross. He made contact with the native people and 

stayed for ten days. Cabral eventually reached India, where he had 

better luck trading for spices.

The Portuguese set up a network of trading posts, not only along the 

east coast of Africa, but also in India, the East Indies, and the Spice 

Islands. The East Indies is a group of islands that are located between 

the Asian mainland and Australia. Beira, on the coast of what is 

now Mozambique, Africa, was an especially valuable trade center. 

Gold that was mined inland was shipped from Beira to Portugal.

While the Portuguese established forts and colonies on Africa’s 

coast, they could not expand very far inland. Their inland 

expansion was limited to a handful of small colonies.

Spanish Navigators

The Portuguese were not the only Europeans exploring the oceans 

in the 1400s CE. Christopher Columbus was an Italian sailor who 

believed he could find a new way to get to Cathay. He hoped to 

secure some of its wealth through trade. Rather than sailing east, 

Columbus thought he could sail west from Europe. He asked 
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European leaders for money to test his theory. Columbus eventually 

got support from King Ferdinand II and Queen Isabella I of Spain. 

They were willing to take the risk because if Columbus succeeded, 

Spain could gain wealth and power and also spread Christianity.

In September of 1492 CE, Columbus set off westward from the Canary 

Islands. According to some who sailed with Columbus, many sailors 

wept. They were fearful of what lay ahead. After a month on the open 

ocean without any sign of land, the crew 

threatened mutiny. Many of the men feared 

they had traveled so far west that they would 

never find their way back to Europe. But on 

October 12, they landed in the Bahamas—

and then they went farther. When they 

arrived at an island called Ayti, Columbus thought he had made it 

to what was then called the East Indies. He assumed, quite wrongly, 

that the people he met there were inhabitants of the East Indies. He 

named this island Hispaniola and referred to its people as Indians.

Columbus returned to Spain laden with plundered treasure, enslaved 

people, and news of his success. This achievement led to more 

support from his patrons, and Columbus left for another voyage in 

September 1493 CE. Columbus’s second and third voyages confirmed 

that there were plentiful economic opportunities for Spain in the 

Americas. Ferdinand and Isabella immediately claimed ownership 

of all land to the west of a point near Cape Verde. They asked Pope 

Alexander VI to validate their claim. He did.

However, the Portuguese complained strongly. They also had 

claims in the Americas. Soon, a meeting was held in the city 

Vocabulary

mutiny, v. to rebel 
against leaders, 
especially on a ship

validate, v. to give 
official approval
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of Tordesillas, in Spain, to divide these territories between the 

two countries. In reality, neither Spain nor Portugal had any real 

understanding of the extent of the landmass they were claiming.

The Treaty of Tordesillas declared that everything to the west of 

the line drawn west of the Cape Verde Islands belonged to Spain, 

while everything to the east belonged to Portugal. The treaty 

also meant that all other European powers had to seek new ways 

to settle in the Americas. English, Dutch, and French explorers 

were not willing to be excluded from the Americas by a line drawn 

on a map. 

Because of the Treaty of Tordesillas, the crowns of Spain and 

Portugal considered themselves the true rulers of the Americas. 

They used this treaty as justification to conquer and exploit the 

Americas’ peoples and lands. 

Amerigo Vespucci (/ves*poo*chee/), an Italian navigator, made 

several trips across the Atlantic between 1497 and 1504 CE. 

Major voyages of exploration through 1522 CE. The line down the middle of the map 
represents the one agreed upon by the Treaty of Tordesillas.
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Vespucci’s missions were funded by various sponsors, including 

the powerful Medici family of Florence, now part of Italy. His 

writings of his journeys made him one of the most famous 

explorers of his time. 

Vespucci’s findings helped change Europeans’ understanding 

of the world. They also contributed to greater exploration 

and colonization of the Americas. 

Vespucci is credited with being the first 

to recognize that the lands he explored 

were not part of Asia. He used the term 

“New World” to describe this place. 

A German mapmaker was so impressed 

with Vespucci’s writings that he labeled 

the new continent America on the map 

he was working on. 

Balboa Finds the Pacific Ocean

While exploring the Isthmus of Panama, the Spaniard Vasco Núñez 

de Balboa (/vah*skoe/noo*nyath/de/bal*boe*uh/) learned of a 

great sea to the west. In 1513 CE, Balboa organized an expedition 

to find this sea. The party crossed swamps and mountains and 

hacked their way through thick jungles. They fought off snakes, 

crocodiles, and mosquitoes. 

On September 25, 1513 CE, they were rewarded for their struggles. 

They stood atop a mountain and looked out over a body of water 

Balboa called “the South Sea.” Today, we call it the Pacific Ocean. 

Balboa marched down to the ocean and tasted the salt water, just 

Vocabulary

colonization, n. the 
practice of bringing 
people from a 
different country to 
control and settle 
an area that already 
has an Indigenous 
population
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to be sure. Then he claimed all the lands washed by this sea in the 

name of his homeland, Spain.

Balboa is known for being the first European to see the eastern 

shore of the Pacific Ocean. However, he is also known for the cruel 

ways he treated Indigenous groups. Other Europeans also used 

force and violence against Indigenous peoples in their quest to 

gain the land they desired.

Circumnavigating the Globe

The Portuguese were slower than the Spanish to explore the 

Americas. This was partly because of the Treaty of Tordesillas. But 

also, the Portuguese were more interested in exploring the East 

and trade opportunities than in conquering new territories. They 

set up bases in India and then the Maluku islands, south of the 

Philippines. They named these the Spice Islands for the spices 

found there. The Portuguese continued exploring and adding more 

colonies to the empire, including Sri Lanka, Macau, and Malaysia. 

The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan wanted to find a water 

route through the middle of the South American continent. If there 

was such a route, this would make trade and the accumulation of 

wealth easier. In 1519 CE, Magellan led an expedition to Brazil to 

look for this route. He kept sailing south along the coast of Brazil, 

looking for a route to the west. Eventually he found a narrow strait. 

Tall cliffs loomed up on both sides, and violent tides threatened to 

smash the ships against the rocks. The passage was so dangerous 

that some of Magellan’s crew mutinied and refused to continue. 

But after a month, three ships reached calm waters and open 

ocean. The sailors had no idea how large the Pacific Ocean was. 
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France were rival kingdoms in northern Europe. Each wanted 

to create its own empire. Instead of traveling south like the 

Portuguese had, they traveled north to find a route around 

the Americas through the Arctic Ocean. They wanted to find a 

“northwest passage” to reach East Asia.

In 1497 CE, King Henry VII of England sponsored an expedition 

led by a Genoese sailor named Giovanni Caboto (/joh*vah*nee/

kah*boh* toh/). Caboto wanted to search for a northwesterly 

route to the Spice Islands. Unfortunately, the monarchs of both 

Portugal and Spain had other plans. The Portuguese had already 

established their own route to the East around the Cape of Good 

Hope. When Christopher Columbus returned from his voyage, 

the Spanish believed that they had found another route. No one 

wanted to hear Caboto’s proposal for still another route.

Caboto moved with his family to the port city of Bristol, England, and 

changed his name to John Cabot. He was able to convince Henry 

and the merchants of Bristol to support his exploration. They hoped 

he would bring them great wealth. After a failed first attempt in 1496 

CE, Cabot set sail again in 1497 CE. After five weeks of travel, the crew 

spotted what they called “new found land.” It was in fact what is now 

eastern Canada, but Cabot believed that he had found an island off 

the coast of Asia. He returned to England to report his findings.

The sailors did not have any spices or silks to show for their journey, 

but they were able to describe scooping fish out of the water in 

baskets. The voyage was judged a success, and another trip was 

planned for the following year. On this trip, Cabot had a fleet of 

five ships. Following a storm, only one of the five ships returned to 
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Bristol. Cabot and the other four ships were never seen again. To 

this day, nobody knows for certain what happened to them.

French royalty also sponsored their own expedition. They hired 

an Italian explorer named Giovanni da Verrazzano (/jo*vah*nee/

duh/vair*uh*tzah*no/) to lead it. In 1524 CE, Verrazzano sailed to 

the Americas and then started his expedition at Cape Fear, which 

is now part of North Carolina. He sailed north along the east coast 

of continental North America. Verrazzano was the first European 

to explore various places along this coast, including what we now 

know as New York Harbor. After Verrazzano’s voyage, the French 

settled a colony in North America called Gallia Nova, or New 

France, centered in the area that is now Quebec.

Exploration Continues

In the mid-1500s CE, European exploration continued to expand. 

In the 1530s and ‘40s, a French explorer named Jacques Cartier 

(/zhak/kar*tee*ay/) explored the eastern coast of modern-day 

Canada. Looking for a northwest passage to Asia, he instead 

discovered the St. Lawrence River and stopped in what is now 

Montreal. He also helped establish French colonies in this region, 

leading to future French settlements in Canada.

England continued to look for a northwest passage to Asia through 

the Arctic Ocean. Though he never found this passage, Henry 

Hudson discovered and mapped present-day New York City and the 

large river now called the Hudson. The Hudson River provided an 

important route for trade and transportation. This discovery paved 

the way for European traders and settlers to colonize the region. 
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Hernando de Soto, a 

Spanish voyager, explored 

the southeastern region 

of what is now the United 

States in the sixteenth 

century. He was the first 

European to find the 

Mississippi River. This Henry Hudson sailed the ship the Half Moon up the

river that was later named in his honor. 

discovery opened up 
new trading and exploration opportunities for the Spanish. De Soto 
and his army clashed repeatedly with the Indigenous people they 
encountered. Because these people had no immunity to European 
diseases, many were infected by illnesses carried by de Soto’s men.

De Soto’s expeditions established Spanish claims on the land and 

helped pave the way for future Spanish settlers in the region. 

Unfortunately for de Soto, he did not discover the riches he had 

hoped to find and died before the expedition was completed. 

Competition among rival European countries played a major 

role in the age of exploration. The Portuguese, Spanish, English, 

Dutch and French all sought to acquire wealth and power through 

exploration and colonization. European powers clashed over 

territorial claims, dividing the world among them. Exploration 

continued, leading to the discovery of so-called new lands and the 

establishment of colonies, trade routes, and settlements. 

The age of exploration was a time of great change, innovation, 

and competition. It transformed the world. However, the harmful 

effects of colonization on Indigenous peoples cannot be ignored. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE: EXCERPT FROM AMERIGO 
VESPUCCI’S ACCOUNT OF HIS FIRST VOYAGE  
(1497 CE)�

In this account, explorer Amerigo Vespucci describes one of the first groups of 
Indigenous people he encountered on his voyage. 

Many are the varieties of tongues; for in every 100 leagues we found a 
change of language, so that they are not understandable each to the 
other. The manner of their living is very barbarous, . . . for they eat at all 
hours, and they eat upon the ground without a table-cloth or any other 
cover, for they have their meats either in earthen basins which they make 
themselves or in the halves of pumpkins. . . .

Their dwellings are in common, and their houses [are] made in the style 
of huts, but strongly made, and constructed with very large trees, and 
covered over with palm-leaves, secure against storms and winds; and in 
some places [they are] of so great breadth [width] and length, that in one 
single house we found there were 600 souls; and we saw a village of only 
thirteen houses where there were four thousand souls. . . .

In fine, they live and are contented with that which nature gives them. 
The wealth that we enjoy in this our Europe and elsewhere, such as gold, 
jewels, pearls, and other riches, they hold as nothing; and although they 
have them in their own lands, they do not labour [work] to obtain them, 
nor do they value them.

Adapted from Vespucci, Amerigo. The First Four Voyages of Amerigo 
Vespucci. Translated by Michael Kearney. London: B. Quaritch, 1885,  
pp. 9, 11.
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Chapter 2
Colonization of the 
Americas
A Wave of Colonization When 
Europeans headed west in search 
of trade routes to Asia, they instead 
found the Americas. Europeans 
began exploring and colonizing 
these “new” lands during the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They brought new 
technologies and introduced new crops such as wheat, 
sugar, and coffee. They deforested large tracts of land, 
destroyed habitats, and introduced new species of 
animals that changed the balance of ecosystems. Their 
arrival also devastated the Native peoples and the 
environment. These explorers changed the way of life in 
the Americas forever.

18

The Framing 
Question

Why and how did 
Europeans colonize 
the Americas?
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